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Executive Summary 
Finley Engineering and CCG Consulting submit this Broadband Infrastructure Engineering 
Assessment that provides our findings and recommendations for bringing better broadband to Door 
County, Wisconsin. This project was enabled by the Door County Economic Development 
Corporation, which listed the goals of the assessment to:  

• Understand what is currently available, where does the infrastructure serve, capacity,
and who owns the infrastructure.

• Voids or deficiencies in service.
• Options in providing service both in the short-term and long-term along with possible

financing plans and strategies.

This report documents how we undertook the investigation of broadband. There are hundreds of 
facts included in the report that document our findings, and the accumulation of these facts led us 
to reach four primary conclusions about the state of broadband in the county:  

• There is almost no broadband competition in the county. Most residents and businesses 
told us that they felt the ISP they are using is their only realistic option.

• We also conclude that the state of broadband in the county is negatively affecting your 
economic prosperity. Examples of the negative impacts of poor broadband abound in the 
county. Many businesses don’t have good enough broadband to support even basic 
business needs, and in the most extreme example, there are businesses that can’t maintain 
good enough broadband to process credit cards. There are numerous inns, hotels, and 
condos in the county that don’t have the broadband being expected by guests today, 
imperiling one of your primary industries. Business owners complain that they can’t take 
work home due to inadequate home broadband. During the pandemic, businesses struggled 
with employees trying unsuccessfully to work from home. Many residents are unable to 
participate in the work-at-home economy, which is one of the fastest areas of economic 
growth in many rural communities.

• The quality of broadband is largely a matter of geographic happenstance – location dictates 
broadband availability:

o The businesses and residents in towns where Charter/Spectrum provides broadband 
said that broadband is adequate. But we heard many stories about problems caused 
by inadequate upload speeds and recurring short outages.

o The broadband in areas without Charter/Spectrum can best be described as dismal. 
We heard horror stories from residents and businesses about broadband that barely 
works in the winter and that largely disappears during peak tourist season. We heard 
from numerous residents who said they have no broadband options at home.

• We heard across the board that broadband performance by all ISPs degrades during the 
peak of the tourist season. Even large businesses served by fiber see a noticeable 
slowdown. While we would normally suspect this to indicate poor backhaul reaching the



county, we think it’s more likely that the last-mile networks of the ISPs are not robust 
enough to meet peak demand.  

Our first phase of the investigation was market research to understand currently availability of 
broadband in the county today. We communicated with residents and businesses through surveys 
and interviews to understand the broadband needs throughout the county. We looked at publicly 
available data that documents prices and broadband availability in the county. Our engineers drove 
extensively through the county to identify the infrastructure used to provide existing broadband.  

We also looked at the county from a wider perspective. For example, the FCC defines broadband 
as a customer connection that provides speeds of at least 25 Mbps download and 3 Mbps 
upload. We found that ISPs in the county have misrepresented the broadband they are 
providing in the county – the FCC believes that almost everybody in the county has access to 25/3 
Mbps broadband. We find it likely that almost nobody outside of the towns can get broadband at 
that speed.  

The report dives deeper into identifying the broadband gaps in the county. The most obvious 
gap is the broadband availability gap described above. We heard from residents who can’t 
afford broadband, meaning the county, like most of the country, has a broadband affordability 
gap.  

The next phase of the assessment quantified the cost of bringing better broadband to the county. 
Finley Engineering considered both wireless and fiber solutions for improving broadband.  

• Finley quantified a cost of $4.5 million as the minimum amount needed to bring better fixed broadband to 
the county. We do not recommend this option for many reasons. First, a wireless solution is not scalable as 
the first step towards gigabit broadband and so fails one of your prime goals. We also don’t see this as a 
workable broadband option. The terrain and heavy foliage in the county make it nearly impossible to deliver a 
high-quality wireless connection. Wireless technology will also likely not be eligible for grant funding.

• Finley then looked at fiber design options. They settled on a passive optical network (PON) design that could 
deliver gigabit broadband to every home and business in the county and which could easily be 
supplemented to offer 10-gigabit broadband. Finley designed a network consisting of 25 neighborhood 
cabinets that are interconnected in a mesh to provide redundancy. Finley determined that 1,574 miles of 
fiber are needed to serve the whole county, with 1,092 miles needed to serve the rural parts of the county. 
The cost of the assets needed to bring fiber to the whole county is over $130 million, with the costs for the 
rural areas at over $76 million.

We knew before we started that any fiber built in the rural areas would require grant funding. Our 
analysis shows that the amount of grant money required to build the rural areas is highly 
dependent upon the likely customer penetration rate on a new fiber network. Customer revenues 
help to pay for fiber, and the greater the customers, the smaller the needed grants. If an ISP expects 
to subscribe only 45% of the rural customers, the needed grants are over $39 million. The 
needed grants drop to $33 million for an expected 50% customer penetration. We may be 
entering a time when grants of that magnitude might become available. The largest source of 
major grant funding on the horizon is the infrastructure bill proposed by Congress.  



The report concludes with specific recommendations on the next steps to take after receiving this 
report. The most important recommendation is to share this with the ISPs that could be your 
partners in bringing the needed broadband. We have done the engineering in such a way as to 
provide cost estimates for an ISP interested in building fiber to a portion of the rural area. An idea 
worth thoughtful consideration is to bring a collaborative approach to getting better broadband. 
There are separate amounts of funding available to local governments, ISPs, schools and libraries, 
rural health care, and others that would be most effective if pooled.  

Findings 

Following are our primary findings: 

Existing ISPs. The county has a wide array of ISPs today. There are three different incumbent 
telephone companies that serve portions of the county using DSL technology over telephone 
copper wires – AT&T, CenturyLink, and Frontier. Charter/Spectrum is the incumbent cable 
company in the county and provides broadband over HFC technology in Sturgeon Bay, 
Jacksonport, Egg Harbor, Fish Creek, Ephraim, Sister Bay, and Ellison Bay. There are several 
wireless ISPs serving parts of the county using fixed wireless broadband, including Door County 
Broadband, Mercury Network, Astrea, and SonicNet. There are two companies providing high-
orbit satellite broadband - Viasat and HughesNet. There are residents of the county using the low-
orbit satellite broadband being offered by Starlink in beta test mode. Some rural homes get home 
broadband using mobile broadband from AT&T, Verizon, U.S. Cellular, and Cellcom.  

Existing Broadband Prices 

As might be expected with so many different ISPs, broadband prices vary widely. Following is a 
summary of the prices for the predominantly used residential broadband products. Note that prices 
are not always directly comparable since ISPs differ on charges for things like modems. As will 
be discussed throughout the studies, many of the existing ISPs don’t come close to achieving the 
advertised speeds.  

• AT&T sells DSL for $60 per month plus $10 for the DSL modem.
• CenturyLink DSL starts with a list price of $47 for 7 Mbps DSL. The price for 12 Mbps

DSL is $52, and 20 Mbps is $62. CenturyLink adds up to $6.95 per month for the DSL
modem.

• Frontier charges $44.95 for 6/1 Mbps, $54.95 for 12/1 Mbps, and $59.95 for 18/1.5 Mbps.
For all products, a modem is $10.

• Charter/Spectrum’s basic broadband product is $69.99 per month for up to 200 Mbps, with
an optional $9.99 for a WiFi router. Charter/Spectrum offers faster speed tiers.

• Door County Broadband prices start at $54.95 for 4/1 Mbps, $64.95 for 6/2 Mbps, $74.95
for 8/2.5 Mbps, and $84.95 for 10/2 Mbps.

• SonicNet charges $52.95 for 5 Mbps and $73.85 for 12 Mbps.
• Other wireless ISPs don’t quote rates online.

The Study Areas. We studied two different geographic footprints. We looked at the cost of 
bringing broadband to the whole county. We also then looked at bringing broadband only to 
the rural areas. We defined rural areas as everywhere that doesn’t isn’t served by Charter/
Spectrum, 



which serves Sturgeon Bay, Jacksonport, Egg Harbor, Fish Creek, Ephraim, Sister Bay, 
and Ellison Bay.   

Market Demand Assessment 

Residential Survey. We conducted an online residential survey that attracted 995 responses. This 
was one of the highest numbers of responses that we’ve gotten in an online survey. It’s important 
to note that this is not a statistically valid sample, meaning that the results tell us a lot about how 
the public feels about broadband and the ISPs, but that the percentage derived for factual questions 
(such as the percentage of people that use a specific ISP) are not numerically reliable. Following 
are the key results of the survey: 

• 85% of survey respondents use broadband at home.
• 15% don’t have home broadband, and 71% of those say that broadband is not available at

their home.
• For residents that claim a home broadband connection, 25% use Charter/Spectrum, 26%

use DSL from the telephone companies, 21% use fixed wireless technology, and 18% use
satellite broadband. 10% of respondents use their cellphones for home broadband.

• There is a high level of dissatisfaction with broadband. 51% of respondents are unhappy
with download speeds. 39% are unhappy with ISP customer service. 61% of respondents
are unhappy with the value received for the price paid for broadband.

• 73% of respondents said that somebody is working from home at least part-time. This
includes 18% of households that have somebody working from home full-time. 54% of
respondents said they would work from home more with better broadband.

• 18% of respondents have school-age children at home. 64% of these households said that
home Internet was not good enough to support the students during the pandemic.

• 99% of respondents have a cellphone. 41% of respondents say that they don’t have good
cellular coverage at home.

• The average price being paid for broadband is $86 per month.
• 81% of respondents support the idea of funding a better broadband solution. Another 18%

might support better broadband but need more information. Only 1% of respondents do not
support the idea.

• 62% of respondents said they would buy broadband and pay the same price as today from
a new network if it was faster. Another 23% said they would probably buy from a new
network.

Business Survey and Interviews. We reached out to businesses through an online survey and also 
by interviewing some businesses in depth. Altogether we heard from 123 businesses.  

We found two distinct sets of businesses in the county when it comes to broadband service – those 
located in towns or close to several major highways can get decent broadband, while everybody 
else has poor broadband. Businesses that are able to subscribe to Charter/Spectrum broadband are 
far happier, and twenty-one Charter/Spectrum customers were happy with existing broadband. It’s 
a different story for businesses that can’t get Charter/Spectrum. Some of them have the worst 
broadband stories imaginable, where they have trouble doing even low bandwidth functions like 
taking credit card payments. Many of these businesses describe a broadband nightmare, and poor 



broadband is clearly hurting their businesses. One restaurant went so far as to relocate to get close 
to the highway to get better broadband. 

We also identified what we could best describe as a seasonal broadband problem. Businesses and 
residents complained about how broadband bogs down during the tourist season. When the county 
needs broadband the most, it slows down, and service is degraded across the board. This most 
likely means that the ISPs have not upgraded networks to keep up with demand. Since broadband 
usage continues to increase at an exponential rate, this problem is likely to get worse every year. 

As might be expected, a lot of the businesses we heard from are hotels, motels, inns, and bed & 
breakfasts. They universally said that there was not enough broadband to keep guests happy. 
Guests show up expecting to keep in touch with the office and to stream videos in the evening. 
Many of these establishments said that guests were quite unhappy with the broadband. We heard 
a lot of conjecture from businesses that the lack of broadband is a leading reason that the county 
is mostly seeing older visitors, and many businesses worry about the future of tourism in the 
county.  

We heard horror stories from retail stores. Many struggled with taking credit cards, which can be 
particularly devasting to stores that take a lot of payments to sell basics. Even stores like galleries 
that make fewer sales have to take credit card payments manually and send them in later when 
broadband is working. That means they’re taking a chance on having transactions that are not 
accepted or even fraudulent.  

There are a number of businesses in the county that sell online, and the lack of broadband really 
hurts their businesses. They can’t host retail websites locally, they have trouble taking credit card 
payments, and they have trouble working with shipping information that is in the cloud. 

Perhaps the most common complaint we heard was from business owners who have even worse 
broadband at home than at the businesses. They are unable to take work home and end up bringing 
home broadband needs to the office.  

The schools have adequate broadband on fiber. But the school system was badly impacted by the 
pandemic. A significant percentage of students were unable to connect to the schools from home. 
The school system solved some of this problem by distributing cellular hotspots – but then found 
that cellular coverage was so poor in parts of the county that the hotspots didn’t function.  

Speed Tests. The Wisconsin Department of Public Information (DPI) offers a speed test to 
anybody living in Wisconsin. DPI uses the MLabs speed test, which is one of the most common 
and popular speed tests in the country. We got access to 19,712 speed tests results. Following is a 
summary of the DPI speed tests. 



Technology Tests Download 
(Mbps) Upload (Mbps) 

Charter Cable Modem 11,844 67.06 9.82 
AT&T DSL 84 11.37 5.16 
CenturyLink DSL 472 12.14 2.47 
Frontier DSL 1,193 7.25 0.93 
Door County Broadband Fixed Wireless 5,493 4.61 1.99 
Satellite Satellite 515 12.60 1.53 
Cellcom Cellular 106 18.32 2.28 
US Cellular Cellular 5 0.77 0.27 

Broadband Gaps. Door County has a significant broadband availability gap, and the county is a 
story of broadband haves and have-nots – there is almost nobody in the middle. A handful 
of anchor institutions and large businesses have broadband provided by fiber. Fiber 
broadband is expensive and is only available in limited circumstances. 

Charter/Spectrum offers broadband speeds in the towns that most customers find adequate. The 
biggest complaint about Charter/Spectrum was problems working and schooling at home during 
the pandemic. This is due to sluggish upload speeds.  

The rural homes and businesses in the county have poor broadband and virtually nobody has 
broadband that meets (or even comes close) to the FCC-defined broadband definition of broadband 
at 25/3 Mbps. It’s worth noting that the poor quality of rural broadband was magnified during the 
COVID-19 crisis as employees and students tried to function from home.  

We note in our analysis that ISPs, including Frontier, CenturyLink, and Door County Broadband 
overstate broadband capabilities when reporting to the FCC. The FCC believes that most of the 
residents in the county, including the rural ones, can buy 25/3 or faster broadband. In the past, this 
has diverted broadband grant money from the county. Hopefully, this won’t make a difference 
with new federal grants, but it’s an issue worth keeping an eye on.  

Like most places, there are also other broadband gaps such as an affordability gap, a computer 
gap, and a computer training gap. The report discusses ways that the County might want to tackle 
these issues as you also tackle the more important availability gap.  

Summary of Broadband Issues 

The study highlighted the following broadband issues: 
• Rural Broadband speeds are far below the FCC 25/3 Mbps definition of broadband. The

average MLab speed tests for every ISP other than Charter/.Spectrum showed average
broadband speeds of 6/2 Mbps.



• The pandemic highlighted an upload broadband crisis. There are problems connecting to
schools, working from home, using video calling services, or using cloud software. Even
Charter/Spectrum upload speeds less than 10 Mbps. Every other ISP was slow.

• 11% of homes said they had no reasonable broadband option.
• We heard across-the-board that speeds on all of the broadband networks in the county bog

down during tourist season, to the point in many cases where broadband is unusable.
• 87% of residents want faster speed. 83% of residents and most businesses want more choice

of broadband provider. 76% want better reliability.

Engineering Analysis. 

The telecom industry uses the term passing to mean any home or business that is near enough to a 
network to be considered as a potential customer. Finley Engineering primarily used the county’s 
GIS database to count passings. We refined business passing using tools like Google Maps. In the 
assessment, we settled on the following as the count of potential passings.  

 Total 
   Passings   Rural             County 
   Residential  11,685  25,086 
   Business Customers   1,031         2,599 
       Total 12,716  27,685 

The report considered both wireless and fiber broadband as ways to bring better broadband to the 
county. In many places, we’ve recommended fixed wireless broadband as a first step towards 
getting fiber everywhere. 

Wireless Design. We quantified the cost of building a state-of-the-art fixed wireless network at 
$4.5 million. We did not explore this option further for several reasons. First, because of the terrain 
and heavy foliage in the county, there are rural customers that likely can’t be reached with fixed 
wireless. The capacity of the network would not enable serving all of the likely customers. More 
importantly, the average broadband speed delivered to homes would likely be around 50 Mbps, 
with some locations getting as much as 100 Mbps. Wireless technology is currently not eligible 
for funding by most grants.  

Fiber Design. We then turned our attention to fiber technology. We considered both common fiber 
technologies and selected Passive Optic Network (PON) technology as the best solution for the 
county. This can deliver gigabit fiber to everybody today and is easily upgraded to offer 10-gigabit 
broadband by adding circuit cards.  

The network was designed using the following primary assumptions: 
• The network was designed to pass every home and business in each scenario.
• The fiber would be on poles or buried in the same manner as existing utilities.
• The network is designed to accommodate future growth.
• We sized the fiber to fit the needs of each route using industry-standard fiber sizes of 12,

24, 48, 72, 144, and 288 fibers.
• The total county design places 25 large cabinets around the county to act as neighborhood

hubs.



• When possible, we try to design redundancy into a network to provide fiber route diversity
so that if a main fiber is cut, a neighborhood node will continue to operate. The layout of
the county did not lend itself to a logical fiber ring, so the network is designed in a mesh
such that every neighborhood hut is connected to two other neighboring huts. Under this
configuration, a neighborhood node can’t be taken out of service by a single fiber cut.

• The county was separated into 61 neighborhood passive optical nodes (PONs) that are each
connected to one of the 25 regional cabinets.

Finley Engineering identified the following required miles of fiber construction for the two 
scenarios: 

    Miles       Cost           Cost / Mile 
Total County  1,574 miles $99,571,592 $63,260 
Rural Study Area 1,092 miles $60,298,125 $55,218 

This highlights that fiber construction is generally more expensive, on a per-mile basis, in towns 
compared to rural areas. This is due to several reasons. It’s typically more expensive to build fiber 
in a city when construction involves cutting into paved streets – that’s something that can usually 
be avoided in rural construction. The cost of fiber is also a lot higher due to the density of homes, 
which means tightly packed access points into the fiber network. That means a lot more labor-
intensive splicing for both buried and aerial fiber. 

Note that Finley Engineering has designed the most efficient network possible for the county. For 
instance, the mesh that connects neighborhood huts is highly efficient since all service areas have 
been designed at an ideal size. If communities tackle building individual local fiber solutions, the 
network will be less efficient, and the overall cost of building the network on a piecemeal basis 
would be higher than the design in this study.   

Asset Costs. Below is a summary of the cost of the needed assets to support the two fiber options 
we studied. It’s worth noting that these costs represent connecting 50% of the households and 
businesses in the county. The investments will vary from these numbers if a different number of 
customers are added to the network.  

      Whole 
     County              Rural Only 

Fiber  $  99,571,592 $60,298,125    
Drops  $  15,476,075 $  7,435,255 
Electronics  $  12,360,410              $  5,889,393 
Huts  $    1,248,328 $  1,191,328 
Operational Assets $    1,816,915 $  1,330,596 
    Total $130,473,319 $76,144,696 

Passings         27,685      12,716 
Cost per Passing  $  4,713      $5,988 

We must caution that the supply chain in the telecom industry is under extreme stress. There have 
been substantial price increases for fiber and fiber materials over the last year, and it seems that 



costs for fiber components are still rising. The above numbers are conservatively high and include 
a boost of 20% for material costs compared to the prices in the market at the time that we began 
this report. Some economists think the country is experiencing a price bubble and that costs will 
eventually return to normal. We felt obligated for the purposes of this assessment to be 
conservative. We think it’s important to plan for high costs in this economy – if costs start to return 
to normal, it will be easier to fund a network than is predicted by our projections.  
 
Our Approach to the Financial Analysis. Our next task was to create financial projections 
showing how an ISP might fare if they financed and built the fiber solutions. The purpose of this 
analysis was twofold. First, we wanted to quantify the amount of grant funding that might be 
needed to get a network funded. Next, we wanted to show that an ISP could be reasonably 
profitable if they can attract the needed grant funding. We used the following approach in 
estimating the revenues and costs for operating a new fiber network for each of the three scenarios: 

• The financial projections were made on an incremental basis, meaning we only considered 
new network costs, new operating expenses, and new revenues.  

• A base model was created for each operating model. The models assume that a 
commercial ISP would offer broadband over a new network. 

• We arbitrarily chose a market penetration rate of 50% for all residential and business 
customers. We don’t know how many customers a new fiber business might attract and 
picked this penetration rate as conservative but typical of similar fiber markets. Note that 
in the whole county study that this is a composite penetration rate, assuming that the 
penetration rate would be lower in areas that compete against Charter/Spectrum and 
higher in the rural areas. 

• The base models assumed financing with loans with a 25-year term.  
• We included the engineering cost estimates provided by Finley Engineering, which we 

believe to be conservatively high.  
• All studies include an estimate of future asset costs that are needed to maintain and 

upgrade the network over time. We’ve assumed that electronics wear out and need to be 
replaced periodically during the studied time frame. 

• Broadband was priced at a modest discount from the existing market prices. The base 
fiber product was set at $60. The expectation is that the Internet speeds offered on the 
network will be significantly faster than the speeds available in the county today.  

• The estimates of operating expenses represent our best estimate of the actual cost of 
operating the fiber business and are not conservative. Most operating expenses are 
adjusted for inflation at 2.5% per year.  

 
Key Financial Results. The assumptions used in creating the various financial forecasts are 
included in Section III.C of the report. The results of the financial analysis are included in Section 
III.D of the report. A summary of the financial results is included in Exhibit II. Following are the 
key financial findings of our analysis. 

• Building Fiber to Only the Rural Areas Requires Substantial Grant Funding. We expected 
when we started the assessment that grant funding would be required to help fund 
broadband in the rural parts of the county. Grants are almost always needed to fund 
broadband to rural areas with low housing density. The analysis allowed us to quantify the 
amount of grants that are needed. It turns out that the amount of grant required varies 
significantly depending upon the expected customer penetration rate. Following are the 



grants required for the fiber business to break even. In this case, breakeven is defined as a 
business that always maintains positive cash flow after the initial financing.   
 
  Penetration       Grant Percent   
       Rate Assets Needed        Grant Needed   of Assets 

     45%      $68.9 M  $40.9 M        59%     
      50%     $70.1 M  $33.7 M        48% 
      55%     $71.3 M  $26.4 M        37% 
      60%     $72.5 M  $19.2 M        26% 
      65%     $73.7 M  $11.8 M        16% 
 
A commercial ISP will want to do better than breakeven and would to make a return on 
any investment made into the business. Some municipalities also expect a return. ISPs 
calculate returns in a myriad of ways, so we didn’t try to layer a return expectation across 
our models. But a commercial ISP will expect more grants than shown above (or might 
expect local grants over and above the amounts above if those represent state and federal 
grants).  
 
Since the ultimate customer penetration rate has such a significant impact on the amount 
of grants needed to fund broadband, we think that it’s vital for anybody thinking of 
pursuing a grant to pin down broadband demand. The two ways this can be done are a 
statistically valid survey or a canvass.  
 

• Grants Would be Smaller for an ISP Building the Whole County. Consider the following 
table that shows the amount of breakeven grant required for somebody willing to build 
fiber to the whole county.  

 
 Penetration                Grant Percent   
       Rate Assets Needed        Grant Needed   of Assets 

     45%      $127.9 M  $29.0 M        23%     
      50%     $130.5 M  $14.0 M        11% 
      55%     $133.3 M  $  0.0 M          0% 
 
The levels of required grants are smaller for two reasons. First, there is an economy-of-
scale benefit from more customers - there is more revenue and margin driven from 
customer revenues. But more importantly, the lower housing density in the towns results 
in a lower investment per customer, and it is more profitable to serve the towns. The lower 
grants shown in the second table are mostly due to profits from the towns being used to 
subsidize the rural areas.    

 
• Seasonality. One of the biggest challenges in bringing broadband to the county is figuring 

out how to deal with seasonality. The report shows that there is a significant impact of 
providing a seasonal discount. The fear is that there are a lot of part-time visitors to the 
county that will not want broadband if they have to pay for it all year. But the cost of 
connecting and serving a part-time resident is almost the same as a full-time resident, and 
so providing discounts end up creating a subsidy of full-time residents propping up part-



time residents. The report discusses the many ways that other communities have dealt with 
the issue, which range from only charging customers for the months they are in the market 
to the other extreme where some communities provide no seasonal discounts. There is also 
a risk of becoming unprofitable if too many part-time people want fiber but only pay for 
part of a year. This question requires a policy decision, and there is no easy answer.  

• The Fiber Business is Sensitive to Other Key Variables. While customer penetration rate
seems to be the most important variable, all scenarios are sensitive to variations in other
key variables. This would include changes to variables like interest rates, loan terms, prices,
and the cost of building the network. The report quantifies and describes these impacts for
both the whole county and rural area scenarios.

It’s important to note that changes to most variables are additive. If there is an improvement
from getting more customers than expected and also for getting a lower interest rate than
expected, the impacts of these changes can roughly be estimated by adding together the
impact of each change. An actual fiber business is rarely going to exactly perform like any
of the key variables included in the projected forecasts for the business – so ISPs must be
diligent in keeping track of changes to key variables.

Funding Options. As mentioned above, any broadband expansion into rural areas will require 
substantial grant funding. The most likely grant funding is going to come from various federal 
broadband grants. There are several substantial grant programs already underway, with a few more 
opportunities coming at the end of this year with a new round of ReConnect grants and a big EDA 
grant program. But the only funding source that is probably large enough to tackle bringing 
broadband to most of the county will likely be from an infrastructure stimulus bill from Congress. 

There also will hopefully continue to be some substantial state broadband grants. For example, the 
state is getting a substantial cash infusion from the $1.9 trillion American Rescue Plan Act that 
can be used to improve broadband. The legislature has already approved a $125 million broadband 
grant program for early 2022, but this is likely to be increased from additional inflows of federal 
funding.  

Finding an ISP Partner. The report discusses the ways that other local governments have used 
to attract an ISP partner or partners to bring better broadband.  

Regulatory Hurdles. The RFP asked us to look at regulatory hurdles in Wisconsin that might 
make it harder to find a broadband solution. The good news is that broadband is lightly regulated 
both at the federal level and in Wisconsin. There are no hurdles we can see that would hinder a 
commercial ISP from bringing better broadband. However, there are restrictions on municipal 
broadband providers. Local governments have to jump through several regulatory hoops to be able 
to provide broadband. Our advice is that the county should be careful to follow the rules if any 
broadband solution includes local governments having any say in how an ISP operates in the 
county.   



RECOMMENDATIONS / NEXT STEPS 

We recommend the following next steps after this report is delivered. 

Consider a Collaborative Effort to Get Better Broadband 

All parts of the county want better broadband. The rural areas need better broadband desperately, 
but there is also unhappiness with broadband in the towns. Since the broadband business has 
significant economy-of-scale (meaning the more customers, the more efficient), then finding a 
whole-county solution is the lowest cost way to move forward. That doesn’t mean that finding a 
whole-county solution is the only path forward – but it’s the lowest cost long-term solution.  

There are a lot of stakeholders in the county that can contribute towards a solution. There has 
already been grant funding made that can be used for broadband to the towns and the County. The 
state broadband office will be offering substantial grants to build broadband – mostly in rural areas. 
There should be huge grant funding coming from the federal government. But there are other 
stakeholders that could contribute. The federal infrastructure bill will allow for some funding for 
electric smart grid. There is grant funding currently available for school, libraries, and rural health 
care facilities. If sufficient grant funding is available, there are likely ISPs willing to invest in the 
county. Pooling all possible sources of funding from all stakeholders is the most efficient funding 
approach. 

The first step should be for the primary stakeholders in the county to meet to determine the best 
path forward. There is no single best path forward, but a disjointed approach could leave some part 
of the county still unserved.  

For example, there is a collaboration formed in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan for this exact 
purpose. The coalition there has been created to include the schools, libraries, local towns and 
townships, the county governments, and rural healthcare facilities. This collaboration is also 
working closely with the electric cooperative and the area tribes. The members of the collaboration 
in Michigan have access to funding of some sort that can be used for broadband. The towns, 
townships, and counties all have ARPA funding. The schools have access for the first time to use 
E-Rate Funds to build or lease infrastructure (in the past was mostly used to buy broadband 
capacity). The libraries have access to a range of funding opportunities. Rural healthcare facilities 
have a situation similar to the schools with the Universal Rural Healthcare Fund. None of these 
funding sources is enough to build broadband – and it’s not even enough when added together to 
build the last mile fiber the community wants. But the coalition understands that they can help 
influence ISPs to build what is needed by providing local matching grants and by agreeing to be 
long-term customers for an ISP or ISPs that will work with them. The county and local 
governments within the county also have funding from the ARPA legislation that could be used to 
help provide matching grants for any ISP.

The funding opportunities for the next several years are unprecedented and offer a once-in-a-
lifetime opportunity to get better broadband to all parts of Door County. Each of your group of 
stakeholders can contribute something towards the ultimate goal – and the accumulation of those 
amounts can make a difference in getting fiber built everywhere in the county. 



It’s not easy to form such a coalition. I recommend that you talk to the folks in Michigan to hear 
the effort they’ve undertaken to make this work. This means getting as many of the community 
stakeholders on board before they spend money elsewhere that would have been better used for 
fiber. In the case of Michigan, an actual consortium has been created to formalize the effort – and 
that takes a lot of local work. The consequence of not considering this might be the difference 
between getting fiber everywhere and not. No one stakeholder in the county can make this happen, 
but there is huge power in working collectively so that all of the stakeholders in the county are 
working towards the same goal.  

Reach out to Potential ISP Partners 

One of the primary purposes of this assessment was to quantify the cost of building broadband in 
the county for the benefit of any ISPs that might consider building broadband in the rural parts 
of the county. We think your immediate first step should be to reach out to potential ISP 
partners. That begins by sharing the results of this report. ISPs will be interested in much of 
the research we’ve done. ISPs likely have not made the kind of detailed cost estimates that were 
done for this assessment. The assessment also includes financial projections that will help 
an ISP better understand potential profitability.  

It might be difficult to find a single ISP willing or able to serve all of Door County. Even with 
grant funding, the amount of money that will be required by an ISP to build fiber everywhere in 
the county is substantial and beyond the means of many small ISPs. It’s not unusual in large 
counties for multiple ISPs to serve different parts of the county.  

Sometimes the potential ISPs that are interested in a given county are obvious, and most broadband 
solutions come from local ISPs. However, we have been surprised at times when an ISP comes to 
a county that is not local, so the County might want to consider a wider search for ISPs. There is 
a more thorough discussion of this process in Section IV.B. of this report.  

Identify Staffing Resources 

The various recommendations made in this report require somebody to tackle the work and 
spearhead the effort. Finding a broadband solution takes a focused and persistent effort, so it’s 
important to identify staffing. We’ve seen many efforts to get broadband fizzle when nobody was 
dedicated to the community engagement tasks. We’ve seen the following ways that communities 
have done this well. 

• Dedicate Staff. The communities that have done this the best have dedicated at least one 
staff person to concentrate on community engagement. The biggest challenge in doing this 
is usually finding the funding. The person undertaking this task needs to be a big believer 
and advocate of broadband for it to be successful. This is not a permanent position, but 
rather somebody dedicated to this effort for some fixed time. This is also not a 9 to 5 job 
with a lot of demands placed on evenings and weekends.
A county in Minnesota found a broadband solution because the mayor of one of the 
smallest towns in the county told his economic development director that getting



broadband was his only priority. This one person met with everybody imaginable in the 
county, including city governments, county governments, state representatives, and every 
civic and social group imaginable. After two years of tireless effort, the county found a 
broadband solution. This would never have happened without this one dedicated staff 
position.  

• Volunteers. Volunteers are also an important part of this effort. There are typically people
living in areas with no broadband who are willing to volunteer to help find a solution. In
the example given above of the Minnesota county, the one staffer assembled a group of
active volunteers who helped with the effort to engage the public. These folks created
email lists, went canvassing door-to-door talking about the need for broadband, and
showed up at every government meeting to stress that they wanted a broadband solution.
It’s important that any volunteer effort has some structure and working with a staff person
can make sure such a group stays focused. The County needs to be prepared to fund efforts
that the volunteers think are needed. In the case of the Minnesota county, the volunteers
engaged in several rounds of postcard mailings asking homeowners to pledge support for
broadband.

• Broadband Task Force. A more formal solution is to create a committee of citizens who
are willing to work to get better broadband. A Broadband Task Force generally is
composed of citizen volunteers and a few elected officials. These groups meet regularly
and work towards finding a broadband solution. It’s normal that such a group would report
back regularly to the County government about their progress. Such a group can
collectively take on the needed community engagement tasks, and we’ve seen effective
committees do this well. It’s not unusual for a Broadband Task Force to solicit help from
volunteers.

Such groups are usually given a budget but also restrained by needing to have expenditure
pre-approved. A Task Force might use funds to collect data needed to advance broadband.
I’ve seen funding approved for such things as statistically valid surveys, for pledge card
drives, and for hiring a consultant to answer their questions.

We could write pages on the dos and don’ts of operating a successful citizen’s advisory
group. The one issue I’ve seen with a Task Force is if the citizen group has a different
vision of the right broadband solution than the government – they are often impatient and
want to see results. Most governments have already experienced this in working with
citizen groups on other topics. The main keys for success are to make sure that the group
has a specific agenda, a specified budget, and the specific authority to meet their goals.
Citizen groups can accomplish great things if they are directed to do so – but can stray if
not given good direction.

As a final note, many communities are using the federal ARPA funding to pay for staffing
to investigate broadband and other eligible infrastructure issues.

Get Creative in Finding Grants 

This report mostly alludes to grants that can help to directly build broadband infrastructure. But 
there is a lot of additional grant monies available that can help in the broadband effort.  



As an example of how we are currently flooded with grant opportunities, there are nearly a dozen 
grants that can be used to assist libraries. The biggest is a $200 million grant to the Institute of 
Museum and Library Services. This is an independent federal agency that provides grant funding 
for libraries and museums. $178 million of the $200 million will be distributed through the states 
to libraries. The Wisconsin share of this grant is $3.3 million. This is by far the largest federal 
grant ever made directly for libraries. There are other grants that can be used to pay for hotspots, 
modems, routers, and laptops.  

There are currently federal grants aimed at issues like broadband adoption and training, which can 
be used to buy computers for homes without them and which can be used to create basic computer 
literacy training.  

If Congress passes a broadband infrastructure bill, there will be numerous additional grant 
opportunities. For example, the current draft infrastructure bill includes funding to improve the 
electric grid – and part of that money could be used to build fiber to substations. The federal grants 
also include money for smart city and smart government initiatives. We suspect that an 
infrastructure bill will spawn dozens of one-time grant programs that could be helped to provide a 
broadband solution with enough creativity in putting grants together.  

Consider a Statistically Valid Survey 

One of the most important ways that a community can help attract ISPs is to help them understand 
the potential for operating a successful broadband business in the area. The biggest concern that 
every ISP has about a new market is knowing if they can get enough customers to be successful. 
Rural areas differ widely in the willingness of people to subscribe to broadband. We’ve worked in 
rural communities in just the last few years where the demand for broadband varied between 60% 
and nearly 90% - and it’s vital for an ISP to understand where your communities fall within that 
wide range. 

We’ve seen local governments undertake research to help ISPs understand the market better. This 
assessment included an extensive online survey, which will help an ISP understand the powerful 
desire in the county for better broadband. We got almost 1,000 responses to that survey.  

A useful next step might be to conduct a statistically valid survey. Such a survey can be used to 
predict the most likely range of customer broadband penetration should somebody build a 
broadband network. We’ve found over the years that if a survey is conducted in a way to be 
statistically valid that the results provide a good prediction of the likely customer penetration rates. 

There are a few factors that are vital for getting an accurate and believable survey. First, the 
questions asked must be unbiased and can’t lead respondents into answering in a given way. It’s 
also important for a survey to be random if you want the results to represent the whole County. 
For example, since the goal is to predict broadband penetration rates, it’s just as important to hear 
from those who don’t want broadband as it is to hear from those who do.  



It’s also essential to have confidence in the survey results, and this speaks to the accuracy of the 
answers obtained in the survey. Most business and political surveys are designed to provide an 
accuracy of 95% plus or minus 5%. That accuracy would mean that if you were to ask the same 
questions to 100% of the people in the area that the results should not vary by more than 5% from 
what was obtained in the survey. That is a high level of accuracy, but other levels of accuracy are 
possible by varying the number of completed surveys. For most communities, a survey with 
between 365 and 380 completed surveys will produce this desired accuracy.  
 
Surveys have gotten a bad name due to political surveys. There are several reasons that a political 
survey can produce different results than what is seen in an election. The primary reason is that 
respondents might not truthfully answer all of the questions for many different reasons. We’ve 
found that we don’t see this kind of bias in broadband surveys because the topic doesn’t trigger 
emotional responses – folks generally tell the truth about the topic. 
 
The last factor to consider is a phenomenon called survey fatigue. If the survey asks too many 
questions or takes too long, then a lot of people will hang up in the middle of the survey. An ideal 
survey is done in 5 minutes and no longer than 10 minutes.  
 
There are two usual methods used to conduct a statistically valid survey of a whole community – 
either by knocking on doors or by telephone. The effort required to knock on doors is massive, 
especially in a rural area. You’d have to go to homes randomly, meaning hitting all corners of the 
rural county. You’d have to knock on doors of all types, from the smallest to the largest homes.  
 
It’s far easier to administer the survey by telephone, but it makes no sense these days to do a 
telephone survey using the white pages and calling just landlines. We know that the households 
keeping landlines are older and more conservative, and their responses on a survey probably don’t 
represent all households in an area. A valid telephone survey needs a list of telephone numbers 
that include cellphone numbers.  
 
We must caution, though, that undertaking a statistically valid survey in Door County might not 
be easy. If an ISP wants to consider bringing broadband to rural parts of the county, then a survey 
should only be given to people in rural areas. That’s a lot harder to undertake than you might think 
because if the survey is to be conducted by telephone, then you’d somehow need to gather a large 
number of telephone numbers from rural residents.  
 
Pledge-Card Drives. An alternative to a survey would be to conduct a pledge card drive. This 
would be some sort of system where customers could pledge to buy service if an ISP were to build 
a new network. A pledge card drive works best when you can cite specific products and prices. 
For instance, if an ISP was partnering with a county to come to a certain area, then naming that 
ISP and disclosing their products and prices provide a more believable response. We’ve seen 
communities do pledge card drives and then see more than 95% of homes that said they would buy 
broadband actually buy it when it became available.  
 
 
 
 



Be Prepared to Challenge the FCC Broadband Maps. 

Many federal grant programs rely on the FCC “maps” that are derived from the Form 477 data that 
the FCC gathers from ISPs. We’ve shown in this report that the FCC broadband maps are badly 
overstated in nearly the entire rural areas of the county. Several ISPs are claiming broadband 
speeds that look to be much faster than what has been reported in the Wisconsin state-sponsored 
speed tests.  

There is a significant and negative consequence to poor FCC mapping. In the past, this mapping 
has diverted potential broadband grants away from the county. A good example of this is when 
Door County Broadband challenged the maps for the FCC’s RDOF awards in 2020 and 
successfully kept that funding away from 516 Census blocks in the county. From what we can see, 
the Door County Broadband challenge does not look valid. There are nearly 5,500 speed tests for 
Door County Broadband in the state speed test database. Door Counties speeds look to about the 
same speed as DSL, at around 5 Mbps download and 2 Mbps upload – far below the RDOF 
challenge threshold of 25/3 Mbps. 

Some current federal grants still start with the assumption that grant funding should go first to 
areas with speeds under 25/3 Mbps. According to the FCC database, much of the rural county has 
speeds greater than 25/3 Mbps - in reality, there are likely few if any rural customers in the county 
receiving speeds greater than 25/3 Mbps.  

The county needs to get proactive with the FCC and the ISPs to try to fix this issue. The FCC has 
promised new mapping, and that mapping will include a challenge process. The county should get 
prepared to challenge the maps vigorously if currently overstated broadband speeds carry into the 
new maps. Meanwhile, the county might want to get as many people in the rural areas as possible 
to take the Wisconsin speed tests. It would also be hugely beneficial if you could get the raw speed 
test data from the state, which would allow seeing the high and low speeds from each ISP in various 
portions of the county.  

Review Local Policies Related to Fiber Construction. 

One factor that always worries ISPs is that there will be local rules, ordinances, and processes that 
will slow down the construction process and add cost to the fiber construction process.  

Door County should coordinate a review of the following kinds of policies to see if there are ways 
to be friendlier to ISPs. Changing these processes might require new ordinances or new internal 
procedures. Local governments need to remember that any changes made to accommodate a new 
ISP should also apply to the incumbent ISPs operating in the county. Some of the areas that should 
be investigated include: 

• Granting rights-of-ways to construct a network.
• Issuing permits to construct a network.
• Locating existing underground utilities where fiber is to be buried.
• Inspecting and approving that construction is following the permits.
• Requiring things like traffic control during the construction process.



• Requiring other kinds of agreements like franchise agreements or rights-of-way
agreements.

• Requiring records of what’s been constructed.

It’s likely that different parts of the county have different local rules governing these kinds of tasks. 
We always recommend that the various local governments get together to review any such 
requirements, with the goal of modifying ordinances or processes that would hinder fiber 
construction.  

Educate the Public 

We saw a huge amount of interest from the general public as they participated in this assessment. 
You should determine the best way to inform the public of the results of this report and gain support 
for moving towards a broadband solution. One important aspect of community engagement is to 
provide useful information to the public to help them better understand broadband issues. It also 
means providing basic information that explains broadband in ways the public can understand. 
We’ve seen communities tackle public education in some of the following ways. 

• Publish This Feasibility Report. While not a lot of people will wade the whole way through
a report of this size, it has been written for the layperson.

• Hold Public Meetings. Meetings can be held to explain the results of this report, or
meetings could be more generic and be aimed at explaining the broadband issues. It’s
worthwhile to have elected officials at public meetings to directly hear the kinds of issues
that households have due to the lack of broadband. It’s vital to advertise heavily to drive
attendance at meetings. CCG and Finley Engineering have been to a community meeting
where only one resident attended and to other meetings that were standing room only in a
large room.

• Broadband Website.  Many communities that are looking for broadband solutions create a
broadband web page. Such a page can be used to educate as well as inform. For example,
a common educational feature is to have a lengthy section with responses to “Frequently
Asked Questions.” It’s important that if you create a broadband website that you keep it
current. You want the public to think of this site as a resource.

• Gather a List of Broadband Proponents. One valuable tool is to create a database of local
broadband proponents – citizens who say they support fiber. Having a list of emails, home
addresses, and phone numbers can be useful when you want to ask for public support for
specific tasks or want to notify people of upcoming meetings.

• Broadband Newsletter. Cities often create a newsletter dedicated to broadband. These
newsletters are aimed at educating the public on topics related to broadband and also to
keep the public informed on the progress of the effort to get better broadband.

• Outreach Meetings. One of the most successful ways to reach the public is what CCG calls
outreach. This means sending a spokesperson to meetings of local organizations to talk
about better broadband. This can be any sort of group – PTAs, church groups, service
organizations, youth groups, etc. Most organizations will allow time for a short
presentation. It’s vital to have a prepared presentation to get across whatever message you
want the public to know. These outreach meetings are best done by those who are strong
broadband proponents – this could be one of the tasks assigned to a Broadband Task Force
or given to willing volunteers.



Lobby for Larger State Broadband Grant Funding. It’s going to be a lot easier to fund rural 
broadband projects in Wisconsin if the State steps up and increases the annual amount of 
broadband funding. Although the State increased grants for the 2021 grant cycle to $125 million, 
there are numerous other states that are setting up state grant programs of $400 million or even 
greater. The State needs to hear that one of their best roles will be to provide matching grants for 
federal grants.  

Increasing broadband grant funding means lobbying state legislators to the problems caused by 
the lack of broadband. Legislators all heard a lot about poor broadband during the worst of the 
pandemic, but the pressure needs to be stay focused on the legislature to give rural broadband a 
higher priority and more funding. State legislators must hear loudly and often that the current level 
of funding is not enough if they want to see the broadband issue solved. Another good argument 
to use in lobbying is that anything that helps the rural areas also brings in more revenue for the 
State. 

Be Prepared to Support Grant Filings 

Many state or federal grant programs require a showing of local community support. Door County 
should be prepared to help an ISP by gathering government and resident support for the grant 
applications. This means soliciting as many letters of support as possible to support a fiber grant. 
We’ve seen counties go even further and have undertaken a local pledge drive to gather a large 
number of signatures to support a fiber project.  

Be Persistent 

It’s the rare county where one ISP comes forward and provides a broadband solution for the whole 
county. That means that even if Door County finds a broadband solution to cover part of the county 
that the effort is not done, and you will need to continue with the above tasks until everybody in 
the county has broadband.  

Tackle the Other Broadband Gaps 

Most of the above suggestions concern solving the broadband availability gap – meaning getting 
faster broadband in the rural parts of the county. However, even when a broadband solution is 
found, the county is still going to suffer from issues of broadband affordability, the lack of 
computers in homes, and the lack of digital literacy for a lot of citizens. The county needs to put 
effort into solving these gaps along with solving the availability gap.   
Tackle the Affordability Gap  

This is probably the hardest gap to solve. Broadband is priced too expensively for many homes, 
and affordability efforts look for ways to bring less expensive broadband to the homes that most 
need it. 



Get Involved with Low-Income Subsidy Programs  
 

There are both existing programs and a new federal subsidy that can help homes save 
money on broadband. We’re always surprised about how many eligible homes don’t take 
advantage of these programs. The County can take two roles in maximizing the benefits of 
these programs by first making sure the public knows about the programs and pressuring 
all ISPs in the County to take part in the programs. We’ve learned that most ISPs don’t 
aggressively advertise the low-income programs and that many eligible households don’t 
participate. The first step is to review the requirements for households to participate with 
the various programs. You also should poll ISPs to see who intends to participate in federal 
low-income programs.  

  
Charter/Spectrum (Spectrum) Internet Assist. Charter/Spectrum (Spectrum) has a 
low-income program called Internet Assist that provides broadband to qualifying 
households. The program offers speeds of 30 Mbps, a free modem, no data caps, 
and an optional in-home WiFi service at $5 a month. Charter/Spectrum provides 
Internet Assist for $14.99 per month. 

 
Households must have one or more members that receive one of the following 
assistance programs: National School Lunch Program (NSLP), Community 
Eligibility Provision (CEP) of the NSLP, or Supplemental Security Income (for 
applicants age 65+ only). 

 
Federal Lifeline Program. CenturyLink, Nsight Telservices, Mercury Networks 
Corporation, and Frontier Communications participate in the FCC’s Lifeline 
program that is part of the Universal Service Fund. With the program, a customer 
can receive a discount of $9.25 per month off a telephone bill or a broadband bill 
for qualifying customers. The program is cost-neutral to the ISPs – customers get 
the discount, and the FCC pays the difference to the ISPs.  

 
To qualify, a customer must participate in one of the following programs: Medicare, 
SNAP (formerly Food Stamps), SSI, Federal Section 8 housing, VA Veterans 
pension, or VA survivor’s pension. The FCC has recently established a web portal 
where participating carriers can check the eligibility monthly of households to meet 
one of the above tests.  

 
FCC Emergency Broadband Benefit (EBB) Program. The EBB program went into 
effect in May 2021. The funding came from the $1.9 trillion American Rescue Plan 
Act. The program was funded for $3.2 billion. The program will last until six 
months after the end of the federally declared Covid-19 emergency period or until 
the funds run out of money. 

 
The EBB provides a discount of up to $50 per month towards broadband service 
for eligible households and up to $75 per month for households on qualifying 
Tribal lands. Eligible households can also receive a one-time discount of up to 
$100 to purchase a laptop, desktop computer, or tablet from participating provides 



if they contribute more than $10 and less than $50 toward the purchase price. The 
Emergency Broadband Benefit is limited to one monthly service discount and one 
device discount per household. For a household to get this discount, its ISP must 
be a plan participant. A household applies through its ISP. 

A household is eligible if a member of the household meets one of the criteria 
below: 

• Has an income that is at or below 135% of the Federal Poverty Guidelines
or participates in certain assistance programs, such as SNAP, Medicaid, or
Lifeline.

• Is approved to receive benefits under the free and reduced-price school
lunch program or the school breakfast program, including through the
USDA Community Eligibility Provision in the 2019-2020 or 2020-2021
school year.

• Received a Federal Pell Grant during the current award year.
• Experienced a substantial loss of income due to job loss or furlough since

February 29, 2020, and the household had a total income in 2020 at or below
$99,000 for single filers and $198,000 for joint filers; or

• Meets the eligibility criteria for a participating provider’s existing low-
income or COVID-19 program.

In the infrastructure bill that is working its way through Congress, the EBB program 
would be funded for many more years, but the amount of the monthly discount 
lowered to $30. However, that bill is not yet law. If it doesn’t pass, the EBB 
program probably runs out of funding sometime in 2022.  

Support Local Affordability Efforts 

There are nonprofit organizations around the country that are tackling the affordability 
issue. One of the more ambitious such efforts is being made by Mobile Beacon.1 This is a 
nonprofit that works nationwide to bring low-cost mobile broadband to nonprofit 
organizations around the country, and through those local nonprofits brings low-cost 
broadband to low-income people.  

There are numerous solutions being used by the nonprofits working with Mobile Beacon. 
One common effort was discussed above, which is to provide portable WiFi hotspots that 
are distributed from libraries. Mobile Beacon has also negotiated a deal with Sprint (now 
T-Mobile) to provide low-cost cellular broadband to students and others that is priced as
low as $10 per month for an uncapped cellular broadband connection.

1 https://www.mobilebeacon.org/ 

https://www.mobilebeacon.org/


An interesting study2 was done looking at the impact of bringing broadband to low-income 
homes for the first time in the Twin Cities in Minnesota through the Mobile Beacon effort. 
• 94% of Mobile Beacon subscribers use the Internet daily, and 82% say they use the

Internet several hours a day.
• The average home with Mobile Beacon used 41 GB of data per month. Students used

an additional 25 GB per month. People searching for jobs used 14 GB more per
month.

• The Mobile Beacon broadband had an immediate impact on students. Parents report
that students spend an average of more than 4 hours per week doing homework on
the Internet.

• The new Internet connection allows adults in low-income homes to get training. 32%
of adults in the Mobile Beacon program were taking online courses.

Bridging the Broadband Skills Gap 

Even if better broadband becomes available, there are many residents of the county that don’t 
possess the basic computer skills needed to take part in the modern digital world. The county 
should consider finding ways to provide more computer training. This can be done in a wide 
variety of ways: 

• Allow the Schools to be Used After-Hours for Training Adults. A number of communities
use computer training centers that already exist in schools to hold after-hours training for
adults.

• Develop Training Course in the Libraries. A number of communities have developed
computer training programs through their libraries.

Find Solutions for the Homework Gap and Computer Gap 

We heard that a lot of students could not engage in online learning from home during the pandemic. 
There are ways that other communities have tackled the issue – some of these solutions are 
underway in the county, but such efforts ought to be made more permanent.  

Take-Home Computers for all School Kids. The most common solution is schools that send 
computers home with students. In some school systems these computers can only be used 
to connect to the school system network, making them homework-only computers. But 
other school systems have recognized that these might be the only computer in a home and 
let students and their families use the computer for other purposes. The biggest problem 
with school-provided computers are students that don’t have a broadband connection at 
home.   

Lending Mobile Hot Spots. There are many communities that are lending mobile hot spots 
to citizens through the libraries much the same way they lend books. A person can check 
out a hot spot for some period like a week or ten days, which will provide broadband that 
can be used with computers or tablets.  

2 Bridging the Gap. https://www.mobilebeacon.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/05/MB_ResearchPaper_FINAL_WEB.pdf 

https://www.mobilebeacon.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/MB_ResearchPaper_FINAL_WEB.pdf
https://www.mobilebeacon.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/MB_ResearchPaper_FINAL_WEB.pdf


 
This program requires two things. First, Door County would need to buy mobile hot spots 
and be prepared to continue to fund them into the future. You’d also need to partner with 
one of the big cellular companies to provide free or inexpensive bulk cellular data to power 
the hot spots. Other communities have been successful in creating such partnerships. It’s 
worth noting that these hot spots will only work where there is cellular broadband available 
– so you should try to put together a map of where cellular works and doesn’t work – much 
like mapping landline broadband as described above.    

 
Get Computers into Homes that Need Them. Communities tackle this in two ways. One is 
to give or lend laptops or tablets to students. Some school districts provide computers to 
every student while others provide them selectively to students that need them. The other 
alternative is to find a local nonprofit that is willing to tackle the computer issue. Most 
home and business computers last 3-5 years, and nonprofits have found that older 
computers can be upgraded fairly inexpensively and then placed in homes that need them. 
Such an effort can be a lot of work, but many communities have found groups willing to 
tackle the issue.  

 
One such program is the nonprofit E2D3 (End the Digital Divide) in Charlotte, North 
Carolina. The organization refurbishes laptops contributed by businesses in the Charlotte 
area and gives them to students. The organization has taken a several-prong approach to 
make this happen: 

• They solicit used laptops from businesses in the Charlotte area. Most big businesses 
replace laptops every few years, and most of them have been ending up in the 
landfill. Now a number of businesses send all their used laptops to E2D. 

• Used laptops need to be refurbished, and E2D started several computer labs in area 
high schools where they hire students at a decent wage to refurbish the computers 
and install new software. The purpose of these labs is not only to get the laptops 
ready to distribute, but they provide technical training for kids that is helping them 
move on towards college or a technical career. 

• Households that get a new computer also get a live tutorial and technical support to 
best take advantage of the new laptops. 

• Finally, the Charlotte area has a lot of homeless families, and there are thousands 
of homeless kids in the area. E2D has partnered with Sprint to provide mobile hot 
spots and data plans that are providing broadband access to homeless students and 
others with no broadband. 

 
Another organization that works nationwide to fund computers is Minneapolis-based 
nonprofit PCs for People4. They provide PCs to households that need them and work with 
other entities, including Mobile Beacon and E2D. Door County or some local nonprofit 
could connect with PCs for People to find ways to get computers into the hands of the 
neediest households in the County. A local nonprofit could also mirror what’s been done 
elsewhere.   

 
3 https://www.e-2-d.org/  
4 https://www.pcsforpeople.org/  

https://www.e-2-d.org/
https://www.pcsforpeople.org/


Create More Public Hot Spots. Door County can fund more public hotspots. Outdoor hot 
spots are particularly effective since students can sit in cars and use them any time of the 
day or night. Door County can start this process by extending the WiFi at County buildings 
to the outside areas surrounding the buildings. To the extent that County buildings already 
have decent broadband, the concept is to share it with the public. It’s particularly easy to 
make bandwidth available to the public in the evenings when the government offices are 
closed, and the bandwidth isn’t being used – sharing this bandwidth usually adds no cost 
to what is paid for broadband.   

A more aggressive plan would be to create public hotspots in each rural neighborhood that 
doesn’t have good broadband – the places where citizens need it the most. However, it 
might be a challenge to find the bandwidth needed to support such hot spots. You might be 
able to partner with the incumbent ISPs or cellular carriers which might have broadband 
that isn’t otherwise available to the public.   

Reward Businesses for Providing Public Hotspots. We’ve seen communities that reward 
businesses for creating good public hot spots. The reward can be anything from public 
recognition and awards to some sort of break on local taxes and fees.  

End Executive Summary 
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